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GEOGRAPHY 102N:
INTRODUCTION TO PHYSICAL GEOGRAPHY
FALL 2000
MWF 12:10 to 1:00 in SS356

INSTRUCTOR
Sarah J. Halvorson
Office: SS 204
Office Hours: MWF 1:00-2:00 p.m. or by appointment
Phone: 243-2793
E-mail: sihalvor@selway.umt.edu

TEACHING ASSISTANT
Catherine Love
Office SS 215
Phone: 721-5381
E-mail: calove@selway.umt.edu
Online Resources for Geography 102
COURSE DESCRIPTION & OBJECTIVES
This course is designed to provide a general introduction to processes determining climate
and vegetation from local to global scales. An understanding of these topics is important not only to
students who are interested in the physical sciences, but also to those who wish to understand some of
the processes that underlie many human, social and economic aspects of our environment and natural
resources.
We will begin by addressing the principles and processes that determine climate and weather.
We start globally with earth-sun relationships, solar energy, and the Earth’s atmosphere. With this
background, we will deduce temperature, pressure and atmospheric moisture patterns - as these
provide the basis for determining our local weather and climate. We will also have discussions
applying climate theory to global climate change and the El Nino/La Nina oceanic-atmospheric
circulation pattern. These are both phenomenon that are often presented and (sometimes
misrepresented) in the popular media. We will conclude this section by considering climates of
different parts of Earth and how these climates relate to vegetation.
During the remainder of the course we will cover biogeographic and ecological principles
related to vegetation. We will consider various scales of ecology, including populations,
communities, ecosystems, and biomes. We will focus on the concepts of change and dynamics within
ecological systems. Throughout the course, we will address topics that emphasize the importance of
our natural environment and resources, the repercussions of past and future environmental change,
and the consequences of ongoing human manipulation of the environment. The course is designed to
provide you with the basic concepts and terminology in a challenging and interesting way. It provides
essential background for further study in meteorology, climatology, hydrology, biogeography, and
geomorphology.
REQUIRED TEXTS
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1. Strahler, A. and A. Strahler. 1997. Physical Geography: Science and Systems o f the Human
Environment. New York: John Wiley & Sons.
A copy of the text has been placed on RESERVE at the Mansfield Library (not including the CD). If
necessary, you can get by with the textbook alone. The CD is useful, but you can check it out here in
the Geography Department for occasional use. Note that the same text-CD package is used in GEOG
112 during the spring semester.
2.

Readings placed on RESERVE at the Mansfield Library.

3.

Additional handouts provided in class.

GRADING
Midterm Exams
Final Exam
(5) Exercises
Total

(20% each)
(5% each)

40%
35%
25%
100%

Exams
Two mid-term exams will each cover approximately one-third of the course. These will
include multiple choice, short answer, and diagram-interpretation questions. Each
midterm exam counts for 20% of your grade. The final exam consists of two parts: the
first part will cover only the last one-third of the course and the second part will be
cumulative and will test your understanding of the concepts that link climate and
vegetation. The final exam counts for 35% of your course grade. Make-up exams will
only be given in extreme cases if you have proper documentation (i.e., medical note) or if
you speak to me ahead of time. If you know of a valid conflict with any of the exams,
please contact me as soon as possible.
Exercises
There will be five exercises during the course of the semester. Each exercise will be distributed
approximately two weeks before its due date. Due dates are firm; one full grade will be taken off for
each class meeting that the assignment is late. The combined exercises count for 25% of your course
grade.
DISCUSSION SESSIONS
One hour discussion sessions will be offered starting the week of September 11-15. The sessions are
designed to provide you additional support and assistance with exercises and exam preparation.
These sessions will be led by your TA and are OPTIONAL. The times and location will be
announced in class.
IMPORTANT DATES
September 22
October 6
October 9
October 25
November 13
November 20
December 11
December 19

Exercise #1 due
Midterm I
Exercise #2 due
Exercise # 3 due
Midterm II
Exercise # 4 due
Exercise #5 due
Final Exam, 8:00-10:00a.m.
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NOTE ON ASSISTANCE AND STUDENT RESPONSIBILITIES
In this course we cover a large amount of material. We will try to provide as much assistance
as is requested of us. If you are having trouble in this course or if something is not working for you, I
encourage you to come to talk with us as soon as possible so we can pursue alternatives. If you have
any special needs, please speak to me within the first two weeks of class so that your learning needs
may be appropriately met.
Please keep in mind that you are responsible for studying as much as it takes to learn the
material. We estimate that you will spend about two hours studying for each class meeting, with
additional time spent preparing for exams and completing exercises. Readings from the textbook and
reserve materials are designed to complement and clarify lecture material. Lectures will make more
sense to you if you have completed the text readings on the topics beforehand! If you miss a lecture,
you should arrange to get a copy of that day’s notes from a colleague in the class.

COURSE SCHEDULE
Date

Topic

Readings

Sept 6-8

Course Introduction, Earth Rotation, Geopositioning,
Map Projections

Chi pp. 17-28

Sept.
Sept.
Sept.
Sept.
Sept.

Earth-Sun Relationships
Earth’s Energy Balance and Radiation
Structure and Function of the Atmosphere
Radiation & Temperature
Atmospheric Heating: The Greenhouse Effect

Ch l,p p . 28-32
Ch 2, pp. 35-57

11
13-15
18
20
22

Ch 3, pp. 59-78
Ch 3, pp. 78-84

Exercise #1 Due Sept. 22
Sept. 25
Sept. 27
Sept. 29
Oct. 2
Oct. 4
Oct. 6
Oct. 9-13

Global Climate Change Discussion
Water and Atmospheric Moisture
Adiabatic Process
Precipitation and its Distribution
Midterm I review
MIDTERM EXAM I
Global Circulation System: Atmosphere and
Oceans

Reserve Reading
Ch 4, pp. 87-93
Ch 4, pp. 93-98
Ch 4, pp. 98-114
Ch 5, pp. 117-139

Exercise #2 Due Oct. 9
Oct.
Oct.
Oct.
Oct.

16
18
20
23-25

El Nino-La Nina
Air Masses and Fronts
Severe Weather: Cyclonic Storms
Methods and Practice of Climate Classification

Reserve Reading
Ch 6, pp. 147-166
Ch 7, pp. 169-192

Exercise #3 Due Oct. 25
Oct. 27
Oct. 30
Nov. 1
Nov. 3
Nov. 6
Nov. 8
Nov. 10
Nov. 13

Water Balance and Vegetation
Introduction to Ecology and Biogeography
Terrestrial Ecosystems and Biomes
Tropical Ecosystems
The Savannah Environment
Case of the African Sahel
Desert Environments
MIDTERM EXAM II

http://www.umt.edu/geograph/courses/gl02h.html
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Nov. 15-17
Nov. 20

Mid-latitude and High-Latitude Climates
High-latitude and High Altitude Environments
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Ch 9, pp. 217-239
Ch 9, pp. 239-247

Exercise #4 due Nov. 20
Nov. 22-26
Nov. 27
Nov. 29
Dec. 1
Dec. 4
Dec. 6
Dec. 8-11
Dec. 11

Thanksgiving Break
Environmental Factors and Vegetation Distribution
Vegetation Development and Change
Ecosystem Functions
System and Cycles of the Biosphere
Carbon and Nitrogen Cycles
Wildfires in Montana Lecture & Discussion
Island Biogeography, Biodiversity, Extinction

Ch 21, pp. 541-549
Ch 20, pp. 519-529
Ch 20, pp. 529-539
Reserve Reading
Reserve Reading

Exercise #5 due Dec. 11
Dec. 15
Dec. 19

Course Wrap-up and Review
FINAL EXAM 8:00-10:00 a.m.
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